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Abstract
The creative process is a fascinating subject when considering human cognition and the
generative capacity of the mind, and emotional processes are equally as intriguing. Both
creativity and emotional affect are heavily grounded in cognition, but the degree to which they
coincide and interact with each other has not been heavily explored. The purpose of this study
was to use interviews and qualitative research to analyze the cognitive conceptions of emotion,
their representations in art, and the creative process when exploring emotion. Artists produced
spontaneous works depicting three basic emotions: happy, sad, and angry; the artists were then
interviewed, and the conversations were analyzed for common themes and differences amongst
participants. It was learned that artists have the tendency to create works of art representing the
emotion, rather than creating something associated with the subject emotion. Additionally,
'happy' was commonly depicted through smooth, curved lines, whereas 'angry' used hard, sharp
lines, suggesting a general association of certain artistic themes with emotion. The creative
process in this study could be described as forced spontaneity.
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An Exploration of Emotion and the Creative Process Among Artists
Creativity has always been acknowledged as a powerful force in human nature, but its
relevance has never been more than it is today. Creativity is actively discussed in academic
circles as it applies to creative thinkers in the realms of education, technology, art, and science
(Mishra & Henriksen, 2013). However, a true defmition of the term has yet to be widely
accepted, leaving the study of creativity to be largely subjective and individualized to how each
researcher understands the concept. Furthermore, creative definitions must take into account the
separate styles of creativity, as Mishra and Henriksen (2013) put it; a highly creative science
experiment is distinct from a genius mathematical proof, which looks nothing like a beautiful
work of art, that even still is different from a piece of music. Developing one defmition to cover
such a broad range of ideas is, understandably, incredibly difficult.
Similar to a concrete understanding of creativity, human emotion is an elusive concept. In
developing his personal construct theory (PCT), George Kelly avoided using the terms
"thinking" and "feeling" in his writings, speaking of emotional affect as "a dimension of
appraisal-- and one of doubtful utility, at that" (Kelly, 1969; cited in Karnaze, 2013, p. 194).
Emotion is a deeply individual experience, and is often difficult for the individual to articulate in
a way that a researcher can accurately understand what is happening at a cognitive level. Karnaze
(2013) states that a constructivist approach to understanding emotion is key, as personal
constructs of affect intensely complicate its empirical study. One could reasonably conclude, ac;
does Kamaze (2013), that the question "what is an emotion?" does not have a concrete answer,
as emotional experience is an individual phenomenon that varies in each mind, based on the
history and personal beliefs of the person experiencing the emotion. Thus, the empirical study of
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emotion -- as well as creativity -- must be a gentle study, and must thoroughly examine various
angles to each research question. What follows is an attempt to define creativity, relate it to
emotional experience, and identify the conscious and unconscious elements of creativity.

Creativity
The most common components of a creative insight cited across defmitions are that the
insight is novel and appropriate. In this regard, a creative solution must be unique in its
inception, and must fulfill a certain purpose. However, this definition itself is subjective, as what
is considered useful to one individual may not be useful for another; the insight is judged against
the researcher's beliefs and personal experiences, so its appropriateness may not be
generalizable. Nonetheless, these two components of a creative insight are the most widely
accepted measures of creativity. Mishra and Henriksen (2013) propose a third identity of creative
insights that has been alluded to across the research: wholeness. This is the axis that takes into
account the aesthetic appeal and elegance of a creative solution, and which situates the creative
product within its social and personal context (Mishra & Henriksen, 2013). Thus, following the
conclusions ofMishra and Henriksen (2013), this paper defmes creative insights as those that are
novel, effective, and whole.
Frustratingly, defining creative insights does not define what makes a certain person
creative. Are certain people inherently more creative than others, or do they merely activate
those mental processes more than others? MacKinnon (1966) states that artistically creative
individuals are characterized by the lack of suppression of impulse and imagery; in other words,
artistically creative people do not repress or attempt to control the generative experiences of their
mind. The focus, rather, is on full and open expression (MacKinnon, 1966, p. 154).
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Creativity is a phenomenon that is grounded in concrete, ordinary mental processes, and
occurs in consciousness (Dietrich, 2004). The generative capacity of the human mind can be
clearly seen when considering our vast language capabilities; when discussing the neuroanatomy
of the neural circuitry system, Dietrich states that "novelty might be inevitable in such a chaotic
system" (2004, p. 1015). Stevens (1998) claims that the creative process contains the drive to
satisfy a personal need; however, she also asserts that the creative process is highly individual,
and cycles between problem posing and problem solving.
Artistic creativity differs from several other forms of creativity in that it does not have a
correct answer, such as in a riddle or general problem solving. Leddy (1990) states that the
absence of a true answer is a primary factor in distinguishing creativity from puzzle solving,
supporting the idea that creativity is its own cognitive system. Alternatively, Poincare believed
that "with some thought and some investigation [the marvelous] reduces readily to the mundane"
(1952; cited in Leddy, 1990); in other words, that creativity is nothing extraordinary, but merely
an extension of ordinary mental processing. Clearly, scientific opinion on the true roots of
creative, cognitive processing is highly divided.

In his model of the neuroscience of creativity, Dietrich (2004) proposes that there are two
basic spectrums of novel information processing, which interact with each other and other
conscious processes to produce creative behavior: deliberate and spontaneous processing modes,
interacting with emotional and cognitive structures. Many researchers have asserted that creative
insights occur when an individual is defocused, that the creative process is "automatic and
effortless" (Dietrich, 2004, p. 1015). Creativity can also be the product of deliberation, trial and
error, and methodical problem solving. Therefore, Dietrich (2004) proposes that purposeful
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searches for novel insights tend to be rational and socially conforming, whereas spontaneous
creative insights are the result of an unfocused attentional system, and are therefore more
unfiltered and strange.
Dietrich's (2004) distinction between cognitive creativity and emotional creativity has
primarily to do with the neurocognitive structures in use, and the effect of the insight. For
example, deliberate-cognitive and spontaneous-cognitive creativity tend to be scientific or
inventive in nature, whereas deliberate-emotional and spontaneous-emotional creativity are more
individual and artistic. From this information, it can be concluded that emotion plays a large,
regulatory function in artistic creative thought. Dietrich states that, due to the limited role of the
prefrontal cortex in the amygdala, it is "doubtful that insights based on basic emotions can be
deliberate" (2004, p. 1019). Following this sentiment, it will be interesting to uncover how much
of the emotional creativity is due to spontaneous thought or deliberate attention.
Cognition and Emotion
"Thought is a necessary condition of emotion" (Lazarus, 1982, p. 101 9). Emotional
experience is highly individual, and as such is deeply rooted in cognition and how someone
perceives and interacts with the world. The "emotion paradox" holds that, despite the universal
discussion amongst people about emotional experience, and the long history of the scientific
study of emotional experience, there have yet to be any empirically standardized criteria for the
cognitive "presence" of emotions or the experience of various emotional states (Barrett, 2006;
cited in Karnaze, 2013). Nevertheless, it can be agreed that there is an undeniably conscious role
in the human experience of emotion, as the individual must perceive the events in their person
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and environment and judge them against their own prior history, values, and cognitive processes,
in order to fully comprehend their emotional and somatic experiences.
The existence of cognition as the precursor to emotion is debated amongst psychologists.
Zajonc (1980; cited in Lazarus, 1982) wrote that cognition and emotional affect are separate
entities, and that emotion often precedes cognitive understanding of the triggering event.
However, Lazarus (1982) argued this position, citing many researchers on each side of the
debate, maintaining that emotion is the product of the cognitive processing of an individual's
environment. The cognitive-- if unaware-- appraisal of a situation takes into account the
individual's history and personal beliefs, assessing the experience in terms of the individual's
well-being, and morphing it into an emotional one that can be recognized and acted upon. In
their exploration of emotional consciousness, Ledoux and Brown (2017) echo the sentiment that
experience and unconscious appraisal precede true emotional experience and conscious
awareness of that emotion.

Art, Emotion, and Cognition
Emotional literacy is the awareness of our own feelings and emotions, as well as the
feelings and emotions of those around us (Akbag, Kii9iiktepe, Ozmercan, 2016). Art can be
enhanced through the emotional literacy of the artist, as artistic expression itself can be an
alternate form of literacy, paralleling written communication (Stevens, 1998, p. 15). In this
fashion, creative expression is a cognitively valuable language for communicating emotions.
When analyzing art's emotional response in the viewer, Pelowski and Akiba (20 11) assert
that an individual has an emotional response to a work because they are adjusting their own
self-schema against the piece, implying a strong cognitive connection between the human mind
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and representative art. Freedberg and Gallese (2007) discuss the neurological mirroring
mechanisms at play when observing a work of art, specifically the role of empathy and embodied
simulation. In the observation of art depicting humans, and even more abstract works, embodied
simulation -- the concept that we internalize the actions, emotions, or sensations that we observe
in our environment -- enables us to feel the emotions and sensations that we see in artwork. The

researchers propose that these mirroring mechanisms are universal in human beings, and greatly
influence our perception of beauty and a deeper, cognitive connection to art (Freedberg &
Gallese, 2007).
Using these theories of universal emotional response to art, works of art have been
created by artificial intelligence that accurately portray specific human emotions (Salevati &
DiPaola, 2015). Additionally, this artificial intelligence program was described by viewers and
researchers as creative (Salevati & DiPaola, 2015), adding another layer of complication to any
human conception of creativity. Surely, if creativity and the artistic representation of emotion can
be replicated and represented by a computer-generated AI program, the human cognition behind
the process can be studied as well.
There are many ways that artists can portray emotion in a work of art. While the most
obvious emotional aspect of art is color, emotional affect can also be displayed through form,
line clarity, even the brush strokes themselves (Hertzmann, 1998). The relationship between
emotion and color is complex in the literature, as it is difficult to study empirically and maintain
validity across research. There are various ways to assess the correlation between certain colors
and their relating emotions, including whether the emotion primes the colors (e.g., what color is
associated with emotion x) or if the color primes the emotion (what emotion is associated with
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color y) (Gilbert, Fridlund, & Lucchina, 2016). However, passionate emotions (angry, tense,
irritated, anxious, romantic) tend to be hotter, more reddish colors, relaxed emotions (refreshed,
relaxed, calm, soothed) tend to be light blue, and energized emotions (energized, alert, happy,
healthy) are more yellow (Gilbert, Fridlund, & Lucchina, 2016). An interesting discovery from
this research is that the colors associated with "sad" varies greatly amongst the participants; there
is light blue, dark blue, black, purple, and even yellow represented in the responses (Gilbert,
Fridlund, & Lucchina, 2016). The exact reason for this is not explored in the research discussion,
so it will be interesting to explore in the present study.
A study by Liu and Luo (2015) discusses and analyzes color themes in artwork; that is,
the various hues that make up the color composition of a specific work of art. The researchers
propose a model for finding color themes that is based on the individual user's emotional
reaction to the model, and one of their major propositions is that the same colors do not elicit the
same emotional response in each artist or viewer, so it ultimately is an individual, subjective
interpretation of color, combined with the other aspects of the art, that creates the subjective
experience (Liu & Luo, 20 15).

Studying Consciousness
Studying consciousness is the study of symbols; one's symbol ofthe self, and the
symbols they use to interpret and discuss their own thoughts and perceptions (Siegfried, 20 12).
"The symbols that consciousness contemplates don't look much like the real thing, the way a
map of Texas conveys nothing of the grass and dirt and asphalt and bricks that cover the physical
territory" (Siegfried, 2012). As such, the study of one's conscious awareness is inherently
evasive. Ledoux and Brown (20 17) discuss the difficulties of studying human consciousness,
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notably that conscious experience is subjective, and cannot be externally observed. Typical
methods used in the study of consciousness include verbal self-reports, which rely on
introspection; introspection in turn involves attention, metacognition, and working memory
(Ledoux & Brown, 20 17).
The creative process is notoriously difficult to study due to the individually internal
nature of cognition. In this study, the artists will be able to think aloud as they create if they so
desire, but this will not be enforced as a main method of understanding the participants' creative
process. Sentences that one forms in their mind may not tell the entire creative process, as there
is cognition and decision making that occurs without being articulated into language (Leddy,
1990, p. 92). While an individual has the capacity to think aloud as a true method of thinking, it
would be incorrect to assume that thinking aloud is a perfectly accurate reflection of the parallel,
priYate thinking process (Leddy, 1990, p. 93).
These realizations further complicate the study of cognition and consciousness, as
understanding what is truly happening inside the mind of a participant requires that thought
process to be transformed into language or other physical representation, which could distort the
thoughts themselves, failing to accurately portray the true process. Unconscious thinking is
certainly involved in creative thinking, both artistically and otherwise, and empirically studying
that process is both essential and extremely difficult.

Predictions
The purpose of the current research is to identify the thoughts and emotions that go into
creating an artistic piece that is inspired by and will evoke an emotional experience. Artistic
creative insights are typically products of spontaneous cognitive thought, and it was stated that
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basic emotion-based insights are unlikely to be the result of deliberate processing (Dietrich
2004). Building from this model of creativity, the present study looks to explore the degree to
which emotion plays a role in the production of creative art, and how much of the creativity
occurs in conscious thought. In accordance with this neuroscientific model of creativity, it is
predicted that the creative process in this study will be seen through spontaneous processing.
It is likely that artists will rely heavily on color themes to portray emotion, though it will
be interesting to observe specifically which colors the participants choose to use, and their
justification for the color patterns. Additionally, this study seeks to find whether the artists will
depict the emotion in a way that represents the emotion, or if they create something that is
merely associated with the emotion.

Methods

Participants
Five self-defined artists participated in this study. They were between the ages of 19 and
22 years old, and were recruited from the students in the Graphic Arts program at the University
of South Florida St. Petersburg. The participants are involved in artistic work beyond obtaining
an artistic degree, such as independently selling paintings for profit or spending a large amount
of free time making art. Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval was obtained, and informed
consent was collected from every participating individual.

Materials
Due to each individual's preference on artistic medium, each individual provided their
own materials with which to create their artistic representations of emotion. Such materials
included printed oil monotypes, charcoal, oil pastel crayons, and colored pencils. The
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participants were asked questions about their art and their creative process (see appendix 1 for
interview questions). The interview sessions were recorded on the principal investigator's
personal laptop through the hardware webcam microphone; no visual data was collected.

Procedure
Participating artists were selected from several different styles, including expressionism,
abstractionism, and realism. Upon selecting the artists and obtaining informed consent, the
interview process took place in a private study room in the University of South Florida St.
Petersburg library, and took about an hour. The participants were instructed to create works of art
that display three separate emotions: happy, sad, and angry. The works were based on the
preferred medium of the artist, and primarily were drawings on paper. Artists were questioned
about the physical aspects of the piece itself-- color, form, connection to true life or
abstractionism, etc. Additionally, the principal investigator and the participant discussed the
cognitive processes that led the artist to create the piece. Topics explored included but are not
limited to: the artistic process and how heavily thought was involved versus simply acting;
whether the emotion was articulated in the mind, or if it was never translated into words; other
emotions or cognition induced or experienced by the artist; and why the artist chose the colors
that they did. The interviews were transcribed and analyzed for cognitive processes and common
themes between artists.

Qualitative Interview Process
Potter and Hepburn (2005) provide a detailed analysis of the psychological interview
process, pointing out problems that interfere with the empirical collection of data. These include
the inability to view the interview as a complex, living interaction between the interviewer and
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the interviewee, the defining individual narure of the interview process and its inability to be
replicated, and that observing the interview from a strict scientific and empirical standpoint
affects the relationship between the researcher and the subject, potentially changing the results of
the interview process. Keeping these limitations in mind, and conducting interviews with the
explicit knowledge that it is an interaction and not simply a data collection method, will increase
the effectiveness and the empirical assessment of the interview process (Potter & Hepburn,
2005).
Elliott, Fischer, and Rennie (1999) propose seven guidelines for proper qualitative
research, ensuring maximum empirical validity. Owning one's perspective and situating the
sample ensures that the data is analyzed and interpreted in such a way that understands the
possible complications of the backgrounds of the researchers and participants. Grounding the
analysis in examples allows for alternate interpretations of and conclusions from the data itself,
and providing credibility checks -- such as using multiple analysts -- makes the study as
empirically valid as possible. Focusing on coherence keeps the study flowing and avoids having
several unconnected conclusions, and defining the limitations of the generalization of the
fmdings keeps an emphasis on general versus specific research tasks. The last crucial element of
a good qualitative research paper is that it resonates with readers; writing the analysis in a way
that is comfortable to read allows judgment of the researcher's conclusions and alternate
interpretations ofthe data (Elliot et. aL, 1999). I will focus on these guidelines while conducting
my study and analyzing the data, in order to obtain the most empirically valid conclusions.
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Results
Participant #1
Happy:

Sad:

Angry:

"Everyone's hurting and they don't necessarily give it a voice. And I
always think back to that when someone like says like, an emotion. I was
thinking about like, everybody around me experiences emotions, and I
have to express that somehow."
So when you create, you know, you do a lot of faces. Is that your way
of giving the emotional voice to other people, you create it through
the face?
"I don't necessarily know why I do faces. It's just kind of a natural thing.
I always like just, sit down, draw a face. And I think that does go hand in
band with emotion. You look at somebody's face and you can tell if
they're frowning, if they're sad. And there's a lot of like, hidden truth
behind faces. Faces can tell a story. Especially when you look at
somebody's eyes. You can really get to know somebody just by glancing
at them for a few minutes, even just not saying anything."
"With this type of art, I feel as though if you slapped it up against a wall,
anyone would walk by and be like, "holy shit, like what the fuck is
wrong with this kid, like what was going through his mind at the
moment," and I think that's very powerful, because you can see my
emotions and my marks. And I guess I want the audience to participate in
that feeling as well."
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The first participant in this study was a 20 year old male, who described his artistic style
as "german expressionism." His preferred medium was oil monotypes, and he created the works
through frnger-painted erasure of oil rolled onto glass, which was then printed onto paper. His
propensity for faces is not isolated to this study, and he leans toward emotional art in most of
what he does. Each artwork is representative of the target emotion, as opposed to a depiction of
something associated with the emotion. His creativity was spontaneous, and heavily grounded in
personal life experiences and emotional state.
Each piece is very expressive, growing more complex and representative as he works
through the three emotions. Happy is very light, and the artist partly did this on purpose, but it
was underexposed due to an error in the oil printing. Regardless, it is much lighter than the other
two, as the artist wiped away the background. The intensity of angry can be clearly seen in its
piece, with the hard, strong lines. The screaming face certainly depicts an angry face, but the
emotion can be felt in the strokes.
Participant #1 stated that he commonly takes inspiration for his works from his personal
experiences, channeling the emotions from those experiences into art. Interestingly, the
participant also noted that he used sad and angry in this study to give an emotional voice to his
father, a figure who has never been particularly open with his emotions. Stating that he uses his
artwork as a way to give others an emotional voice, the personal connections that participant # 1
has with emotion through his connection with and relationships to others are represented through
his usage of faces and expressions. His conceptions of emotion are grounded in what himself and
other people are displaying, rather than an abstract feeling.
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When discussing the spontaneity of his artworks, participant #1 stated that, in this study
and elsewhere, he prefers to let his ideas come naturally and spontaneously, as thinking too much
about his pieces may disrupt his intuition. In fact, halfway through creating the work for angry,
he rolled the oil over the bottom part of the face and redesigned the expression to reflect how it
was evolving in his mind.
"Honestly when I create art I don't necessarily want to think of an idea
beforehand. I feel like it really limits you. Your ideas progress if you just jump
straight into it, and the thoughts will just flow into your head if you just keep
going by your intuition. And I think intuition plays a big role in art, that's what
makes it very powerful."
Participant #1 usually depicts faces in his work, so the emotionality of his art is no surprise.
When depicting emotion, participant #1 makes it clear that the spontaneous route is best, to
preserve the raw connection between the artist's cognitive conception of the subject emotion and
its representation, without letting conscious, logical filters disrupt the artistic depiction.
Along with participant # 1 's spontaneity came his belief that his hand was acting without
much input from his conscious working mind. Without the use of the conscious mind, it was free
to explore elsewhere, whether that be thoughts of the subject emotion, or daydreaming about
other topics. In the case of participant #1, it was the former: "As my hand was moving, I had a
whole bunch of life experiences coming to my mind, and I just want to express how I feel from
those experiences." He then went on to clarify that he wasn't intentionally thinking about the
subject emotion as he was depicting it, but that simply being in that emotional state brought up
associated memories. "I was bringing up those memories but in a sense, since I feel very deeply,
I kind of experienced those feelings again. So I was letting it flow through my hands." The
subject emotion influenced his emotional state, which reinforced itself through the association of
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the subject emotion with memories. This correlation between the participa..~t's emotional
consciousness and the subject emotion came out in his art, creating extremely expressive pieces.
When observing each work, it seems that Angry, the third piece, is the most emotionally
expressive. This could be due to the emotion itself, or it could be an order effect; having spent
the time on the first two pieces priming his creativity and consciousness for emotion, his mind
slipped into a depiction of anger more deeply than the previous two. When asked if the order had
an impact on the pieces, participant #1 said:
"I feel like if you had given me anger first it would have been quite balanced. Ifl
was able to express anger and sadness first, that would get all those emotions out
of me and it would clear my head a little bit if you were to tell me to do happiness
last."

When he was creating Happy, he rushed through it, he didn't experience the full effect of this
emotion on his consciousness. This likely has to do with him failing to experience happiness
often in his own life. When creating sad, he stated that he felt that emotion in the moment,
whereas angry was more focused on memories of times he had experienced that target emotion.
"For happy, I guess, it felt sort of rushed compared to the other two. I think that's
because just the past five years or so I have my happy moments, but for the most
part not really. And I think that's the reason it came out a little bit washed out, it
showed a little bit less care than the other ones, because I didn't necessarily
experience that emotion to its full effect. ... For sadness, I'd say it's more so a
direct reflection of how I'm feeling, of how I was feeling then. For anger, it was
more so reliant on my past. And again, for happiness, I haven't really experienced
that feeling in a while, so I just tried to depict it as best I could."
For participant #1, the depictions of sad and angry were based on his personal experiences.
Happy, however, was a representation of what it's supposed to be. This is likely due to the fact
that the participant was more in touch with sad and angry in his personal life; an example of his
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consistent mental state affecting the interpretation of the subject emotion, and consequently, its
artistic depiction.

Participant #2
Happy:

Sad:

Angry:

"Usually when I try to make things I'll plan it out. But this one, since it's
more expressive, I kinda just had to go with my gut."

Participant #2 was a 22 year old female, who worked in charcoal. This spontaneous,
somewhat abstract project was outside her normal comfort zone; she usually plans out her pieces
in entirety before creating the final product. Each of her three pieces is a representation, intended
to convey the abstraction of her mind's conceptions of the subject emotion. Her ideas are
spontaneous to begin with, and then more intentional towards the end, her creativity trying to
fmd the element that would make the work most understood.
When creating each of these, the participant's initial, spontaneous thought formed the
base for the piece: a face, black, and hard lines, respectively. After getting those images onto the
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page, she then sat back and thought more intentionally about what she wanted to do, to more
properly convey her subject. Given the time restraint, however, she went with the first solid idea,
and didn't properly have time to think out several ideas.
Each ofthese pieces is interesting in its own right. For participant #2's depiction of
happy, she drew a face, but not an outwardly happy face. "For the first one it was kind of just
making the face. I don't think I thought that much with the first one, I kind of just went for it,
and just like, okay. Face. That's happy, or neutral at least." Her representation of happy is one
that is not displaying that emotion in a typically understood way: smiling. When discussing how
the pieces would be different in a different order, participant #2 stated, "Happy would definitely
be something different, cause ... it's like me warming up, trying to think of more along the lines
of what I want to do." Therefore, it is likely that the neutral expression is due to a need to warm
up, both artistically and cognitively.
One of the most personally intriguing works of this study is participant #2's depiction of
sad. She began by dramatically drawing the black curves, no obvious plan except to cover the
page in black. "Once I started making the circles I saw the eye, and then I was like, 'okay,
instead of just doing all black, I'll do that instead.' So that one kinda changed as I played with
the space." She began following her intuition before she had any sort of plan for the piece as a
whole, and was fully trusting her creative process to carry her through. Making the cognitive
connections and fmding the creative idea to make an eye out of the empty space excited her,
similar to the feeling you get when solving a puzzle.
Angry's immediate reaction was hard, strong, black lines. Dragging the charcoal across
the page, you could truly feel the emotion in the strokes. The participant stated that going
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through the motion of creating those lines, she felt anger, indicating a direct link between action
and affect. As she did with sad, participant #2 sat back and thought intentionally about what
would help the piece best express the subject emotion, and settled on adding a face expressing
anger because she was unable to immediately think of something else. Had she had more time,
this certainly would've been a different piece.
Participant #2 discussed further what the results would have been without a time restraint,
if she had time to plan each of the three pieces out like she normally does with her work.
For happy, I would've started more with like a memory, for sure. The other two,
urn, I probably would've still gone the same route with sadness, but I don't know
what I would do with anger. Maybe also a memory for that, too. That way it like,
captures the emotion more, rather than just "oh this is another face!"
Her association of emotion with memory indicates that she bases her understandings of emotion
in events, memories of when she felt the subject emotion. Purposefully searching for memories
that evoke a certain emotion enhanced her ability to properly represent the emotion in the art, as
it triggered those specific feelings within her and allowed her a direct outlet to artistically
des;;ribe what she was feeling.
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Participant #3
Happy:

Sad:

Angry:

"It's very, acting first and fast, and then interpreting it afterwards. Which
like, a lot of art is. It's very like, you get this image in your head, and you
put it on the canvas, and then afterwards you're like, "why did I want to
do this?" or "why did I choose these colors, why did I choose these
shapes."
"I think, the further it went on, and the more complex the emotions, the
more room I had to be spontaneous rather than forced. So like, I feel like
happy is a very boring emotion to convey, because you're just happy.
Nothing's wrong. There's no conflict involved when you're happy. So
that's why I just drew the first thing that came to my mind, a very ...
what's the word ... blatant, obvious things. So, more complex emotions,
give you more room to explore, I think."

With her first drawing, participant #3, a 20 year old female, did something we haven't
seen yet in this study: she drew a dog, something associated with the subject emotion rather than
depicting it. Her other two, however, are depictions of sad and angry, respectively, and the case
could be argued that the wagging tail in Happy indicates a representation, maintaining the
representation streak. Participant #3 's creative process in creating these three works of art was
spontaneous, though somewhat slower than the previous two participants.
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Participant #3 's depiction of happiness is a happy dog. "I really did the first thing that
came to mind, and what makes me happy are dogs. I love dogs. So, I just drew a dog." Rather
than creating something as a representation of the subject emotion, she chose to draw something
that is personally associated with happiness. Additionally, simplicity was a factor in this artist's
creation of happy, allowing an emotion perceived as less complex to be seen through a relatively
simple piece of art.

"I thought it was a very straightforward emotion, so I used a
straightforward medium, maybe? Something that, that's what it is. You
make a mark, it's gonna stay there."
Okay. Do you think that translates well to your conceptions of
happiness?
"I think so."
It's just a thing that is.
"Yeah, when you're happy, you're happy. That's about it. It's not a super
complicated thing."
As previously mentioned, it appears as though the dog is wagging its tail, indicating that it is
happy dog, not merely neutral. Therefore, this image is still representative of participant #3's
cognitive conceptions of happiness, as she depicted happiness represented in a dog, rather than a
human.
The depiction of sad is most interesting in its use of color. Blue is a socially acceptable
representation of sadness, whereas yellow is less likely to be understood as sad (Gilbert,
Fridlund, & Lucchina, 2016). When asked specifically about the color choice, participant #3
stated:
"You know, sometimes you're really down, but you embrace the fact that you're
sad, so you watch a sad movie on purpose to make you like, upset? Kinda like
that, like I don't see happiness as being ... you know, you're sad when you're sad.
God, that doesn't make sense. You're sad when you're sad, but like, sadness itself
doesn't have to be sad. ... You're embracing that state of mind . .. . I feel like
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that's why I threw yellow in there, cause yellow's my favorite color. And a lot of
people symbolize yellow with happy.... So it's like, it's okay to be sad."
It is clear from this that sadness is a complex emotion for this artist, that it is never completely
one emotion. The added dimension of the yellow not only enhances the visual appeal of the
piece, but it complicates its emotional representation, as well. Through discussions with the
artist, it was learned that meaning is often given to artistic choices after the fact, even when
working intentionally. Therefore, it is likely that participant #3 had the spontaneous drive to
include yellow, and ascribed meaning to it when asked. However, if it was a conscious decision
to include yellow because of its connections with happiness, that connection was never
articulated in the artist's mind, and words were only assigned to that event when she needed to
describe it in words. The creative process may be one that exists almost entirely outside of the
realm of linguistic thought.
When discussing the creation of Angry, participant #3 made an interesting observation:
when she was told the subject emotion was angry, her first thought was of a red balloon popping.
She quickly backtracked, however, recognizing that a red balloon popping, though instinctual,
did not fit her conscious conception of anger.
"For some reason I thought of a red balloon popping. I'm not sure why. But when
I thought of it, I thought "that doesn't really make me angry," so maybe I was
looking more at like, how anger reflects in myself, for the last one."
Redirecting her thought process from an instant intuitive thought to something that would more
accurately convey her personal idea of angry is an interesting transition, a sign of the artist's
intention to have the work understood more clearly. She moved to drawing eyes, again conflating
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huma_Tl emotion with expression. She drew only the upper face, avoiding the mouth out of
protection of the expression; all that was needed was the eyes.
"I feel like eyes convey a lot of emotion. And it's very stereotypical for artists to
draw eyes. But, it's, god it's so cliche, the eyes are the window to the soul. But it's
kind of true. I mean, when we think of emotions, we think of the face we make
during these emotions."
It makes sense that humans would associate emotion with its expression in other people; we are

social creatures, and mold our understandings of ourselves and the world around what we learn
from others.
When discussing her specific process, participant #3 stated that for sad and angry, she
saw the colors before she saw the specific picture, which is why the color is the strongest
element in each. When working on the third piece, she focused on bot.~ her own associations of
color with emotion, and those more accepted by society; "I definitely defme anger with red. Blue
and sadness, not so much, which is I think why I threw a little bit of the yellow in there."
Participant #3 's connections between color and emotion showed in her artwork, relying on the
element of color in both sad and angry to help convey a point that would not be as reliably
depicted in black and white.
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Participant #4
Happy:

Sad:

---~-----"

Angry:

"I started thinking about things that personally made me happy, which
are plants, and freckles, and smiley faces. Coffee, flowers, cats,
dragonball, stuff like that. And then I tried starting to think of it from a
less selfish perspective, smooth lines and stuff like that. ... I'd like to
think that most people fmd [them] like ... oddly satisfying"

The fourth participant in this study was a 22 year old female who depicted each emotion
somewhat literally, and focused more on associative symbols than direct emotional
representation. Happy and sad are both direct depictions of things that make the artist feel the
subject emotion, though they can be interpreted as representative insofar as they are things that
most people would find happy or sad, respectively.
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The depiction of happiness is disjointed and incohesive, but nonetheless it depicts
happiness. The decision to draw in pink was the first decision made on the piece, according to
the artist, as this was the "happiest" color she had on hand, and she began drawing things that
make her feel happy. She then redirected her focus towards things that are more objectively
happy, such as soft, flowing lines. The artist stated that it was a "less selfish" move, but it could
be that she felt more universal, aesthetically appealing symbols would more accurately display
the emotion in a global sense, rather than her individual associations.
To create Sad, participant #4 drew the picture using a masking ink pen, painted over it
with india ink, and peeled away the masking ink. Using this medium for this emotion is
interesting, as it allows the art to exist in the absence. The background allows for as much dark
on the page as possible. The subject of the work, essentially pollution, is one that would induce
emotion on a widespread level, though this one is clearly a personal representation as well.
Whereas several other artists have made efforts to have their art more universally understood,
participant #4 seems occupied with authentically representing the affect she was feeling as she
was creating.
The first half of angry is hard black scribbles, stick figures, a screaming face, and a gun:
all seemingly representative of a very specific feeling of anger. The second half, however, jumps
back to the associative element; depicting Donald Trump and Kim Jong Unengaged in nuclear
battle while smaller, more anonymous people watch helplessly is a definite reaction to the
question, "what makes you angry?" This artist's continued decision, whether conscious or not, to
create works of emotional art based on associative elements rather than representative elements
is interesting, and suggests a more personal conception of emotion: 'this is what the subject
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emotion is for me, as these are the things I associate with it/ rather than 'what does this emotion
look like in other people.'
Unlike the other participants, this artist spoke while she was working. Rarely full
sentences, but she would occasionally mumble her thoughts out loud:
"Hmm... happy ... happy ... happy ... "
"I need a couple of seconds ... to think about sad stuff... "
"Well, I think something like this may be more interesting"
"Guess I don't have much to be angry about"
It seems as though the artist was taking conscious effort to place herself in a state of mind similar

to the target emotion, in order to best convey her emotions in an artistically representable way.
This is most clear in that the artist began work on the Sad piece by vocalizing that she needed to
make herself feel sad; without bringing the emotion and its associations into her working
memory, she could not have represented the emotion in a way that felt accurate.
Participant #4 admitted that she takes a lot of her inspiration from other artists, choosing
to creatively redesign ideas that others have already covered. For this study, of course, she did
not have access to references, so each work is a direct product of her cognitive conceptions of the
subject emotion, which puts this project outside of her comfort zone. Pushing the participant into
work that is not truly authentic for them may have effects on using this study as a true analysis of
the creative process.
Additionally, order effect almost certainly plays a role in this case. When looking at
Happy, one can distinctly see that it is many different pieces placed on one sheet of paper,
whereas Sad and Angry are more coherent pictures. The first half of Angry is disjointed and
more outwardly emotional as well, and this could be due to the emotion itself, or to order effects
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of completing Happy first. Had a different emotion been first in the list, it is likely that that piece
would have been loosely related objects, and Happy a more concrete and complex picture.

Participant #5
Happy:

Sad:

Angry:

"For the first one, I was like, "I have no idea," cause I think part of it was
trying to cut out like, my thoughts of "draw a smiley face!" Cause I,
yeah, I guess I just went with what felt right, there. And I feel like that
was probably the best one to start on, to do something with more organic
and flowing lines, cause with that I felt like it just kinda takes me where
it' ll take me to. The other ones I felt like I had more of an idea once I got
into it. And I don't know if that's because they're easier for me to
portray, because I feel like happiness was the most like, abstract feeling
out of them. So the other ones I felt like I immediately had a concept for
them, but the first one was more like, "let's see where we go with this.""
"It's hard to recall a time where I specifically felt like this, but I know it's
happened, and that's how I knew to draw it."
"I feel like something with emotion I don't have to think as much about
it, I just do it. Something less abstract, you tend to have to look at more
references, do more research, but with this it's more just like, thinking
and feeling it."
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The fmal participant in this study was a 22 year old female, who is used to graphic design
and illustration; like several others, this project was a bit out of bounds. Nonetheless, the pieces
that she created are abstract and representative, depicting the emotions from a personal
understanding. Each work evolved constantly as it was being created, as the artist's emotional
state changed, indicating spontaneous thought and a direct desire to create a work of art that
accurately reflected her conceptions of the emotion.
These pieces are all extremely unique, and channel a very specific emotion that
participant #5 was feeling during their creation, and each seems to be recreating the emotional
feeling throughout the body. Happy is curved and flowing, coming from a peak and extending
down. Sad is hard, heavy vertical lines, which the artist said give her a "particularly sad feeling."
She does recognize that this is an odd association -- "Sadness is not vertical lines, this is just like,
what I feel like." Her propensity to follow her instincts is what makes these works of art
profoundly interesting.
The biggest contrast between Angry and the other two works is the sharpness of the lines;
in Happy they were soft and curved, in Sad they grew more defined, and in Angry they are
erratic and jagged. The artist pointed this out as the biggest distinction between the three works,
and called it "motion." This likely represents the fact that anger is often seen as a much more
intense emotion than happiness, which is shown through the linework and the literal intensity the
artist used against the paper.
Participant #5 stated that, for each piece, the overall shape came first, and the color came
after. She stated this is likely due to her design background, as those works of art require both the
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overall shape and the details to make logical sense. Each artist has a uniqu e, preferred style that
correlates with their individual creative processes; it is not clear which comes first.
When deciding on colors, participant #5 was drawn to colors that reflected how she was
feeling at the given moment, reflecting spontaneous, almost unconscious decision. For example,
she felt that Happy was becoming too hot, so she added the purple to cool it down and more
accurately reflect a calm, tranquil happy that she was feeling. Additionally, when she was
creating Angry, she felt sadness as well, so she added black to represent a darker, more grieving
anger.
Participant #5 certainly acted without conscious thought when creating these pieces,
never hesitating even to make a decision on color. She had an image in her head, and she worked
to create it. For each of these pieces, the subject emotion was not the only emotion felt. The artist
stated that while working on Happy, she felt excited and tranquil, while working on Sad she felt
some anxiety, and while creating Angry she felt sad, indicating the complexity of each emotion.
As her emotional state changed, the image did as well, and the piece would evolve; for instance,
the purple in Happy, or the black in Angry. The artist noted that Happy and Angry both look like
things that she didn't intend; for Happy, an upside down flame, and for Angry, an explosion. The
lack of intent doesn't necessarily change the meaning of the work, as its interpretation is up to
each individual viewer.
When discussing the universal interpretation of her emotional representations, participant
#5 stated:
"I feel like they are more personal. Because, especially like, with happiness. That
one, I don't think is more of a global representation .... I feel like anger and
sadness too seem like more of a global thing. I think someone could see them and
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like, get that, from those two. And then the happy one's a little more ambiguous,
more personal."
The ambiguity of some of the works is okay, because constructing a piece of art that is true to
how you experience a given emotion is no less valid than a piece seeking to be universally
understood. This signifies that the artist's intentions weren't necessarily on ensuring the
objectivity of her artwork, but merely depicting her own individual, personal conceptions of the
subject emotion.
Discussion
A glaring consistency throughout t"!:le artwork is that 'happy' is associated with soft,
flowing lines, and 'angry' with hard, sharp lines. As stated previously, anger is often interpreted
as much more intense than happiness: picture a couple happy and in love versus angry and
fightbg, and you can see the distinction between soft curves and hard lines.
Additionally, the use of color -- lin::.ited though it was -- seemed to be a fairly even mix of
personal conceptions of color and societal associations. Participant #3 's use of yellow, a typically
happy color, in her depiction of sad was an interesting choice and, conscious or not, led to a
much more emotionally complex work. Pa.'iicipant #5's usage of color was the biggest way her
works evolved while she was working on them, spontaneously picking colors that would lead the
piece to reflect the emotionality she felt. Conclusively, while most artists stuck with black, the
colors that were used had purpose.
Also extremely common in this study was the depiction of human faces to represent the
subject emotion. This makes sense, as humans learn from each other, and this most likely applies
to our understanding of emotion, as well. Depicting an abstract feeling of "sad" is difficult, but
depicting what that emotion looks like on a human face is easier; we've seen that emotion, we
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know how to portray it. Early psychologists believed that all human expressions were culturally
learned, but that theory was proven false through cross-cultural work (Ekman, 1993). The
research on individual emotions is contradictory, but it can at least be concluded across the
research that there is a human element to facial expressions that exists independent of
environment or culture. Due to the fact that emotional facial expressions are so heavily ingrained
in our cognition, whether through nature or nurture, choosing a human face to represent a given
emotion seems a clear choice.
While there were more than a few faces included in this study, the overwhelming
majority of the works (12 of 15) in fact represented the emotion itself, as opposed to something
which is associated with the emotion; this is represented by participant # 1 drawing a smiling face
versus participant #4 drawing flowers, a coffee cup, a cat, etc. This is likely due to the project
itself; asking an artist to create a work depicting "happy," they will stick to representativeness
over personal associations, as they are likely more universally understood.
As has been seen, these specific works were spontaneous in their creative generation; the
artists didn't use a step-by-step method to obtain the best idea. Nonetheless, it was a forced
connection, which are "never as good," participant #3 stated. "You're trying to make these
connections in a limited time span." Throughout her life spent as an artist, she held that her best
works were spontaneous and natural:
"I'd go into the garage, no ideas, no plans, and then just start painting a
background. And those are the best paintings I have. Best looking, and
most interesting, that I came up with, were the spontaneous ones."
Participant #2 described her usual creative process:
"It's coming up with a bunch of ideas and then picking out what I like
about each, and then combining them, or subtracting what I think doesn't
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need to be there, or add what does need to be there. Just critiquing my own
work before I actually initiate it."
It seems likely that the creative process is one that is highly respected by artists. One allows their

brain to make new and complex connections, and then consciously chooses which parts are
favored. Following a methodology would turn art into science, removing the raw, human,
emotional element of the idea.
An interesting observation throughout this study was that, like any task, one's mind

wanders while creating art. It was reported that the artists' minds wandered around the subject
emotion while concentrating on the piece, dredging up memories and associated events and
feelings. Additionally, two of the artists explicitly reported daydreaming, thinking about entirely
separate topics while working, such as their next class period. Participant #5 stated, "At some
point I just, let my hand do it. With the first one, once I laid down the purple, I was like 'should I
have done that? Oh I made a mistake!' but I just kept going with it," implying her unconscious
creative process made a decision she consciously did not agree with. This is an interesting
phenomenon, suggesting that the unconscious mind is capable of making its own decisions,
without the consent of our otherwise-distracted conscious mind.
Work by Dijksterhuis (2004) on unconscious thought and decision making holds that the
unconscious mind is better at making decisions than our conscious mind. This conclusion was
reached through having participants contemplate a complex decision in their unconscious while
their conscious mind was distracted, versus a control group that was allowed to contemplate the
decision consciously for several minutes. The group that used their unconscious to make the
decision made better decisions than the control group, suggesting that the low processing
capacity of consciousness hindered the decision making process (Dijksterhuis, 2004). This
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information supports daydreaming when producing art, as allowing your unconscious,
spontaneous mind to take over may lead to more creative insights, as was the case with
participant #5 and the decision to add purple to her depiction of happy.
One ofthe most stunning conclusions of this study was the dramatic effect that order
likely plays on the results. It was first addressed organically with participant # 1, and then
discussed with each participant. It was a common statement that the artists disliked Happy. They
wish they had done something different, that they were warming up their hand, and that they
were more in-tune with their emotions following the other works. The participants also justified
the difference in quality by stating that happy is a vague emotion, subjective and hard to define.
Therefore, each piece depicting happiness was either very personal or very unclear. As the artists
progressed through the study, they became more engrossed in their creations, and more in touch
with their personal conceptions of emotion.

Future Research
It would be of value for future studies following a similar design as this to incorporate

larger sample sizes, and vary the order that the emotions are presented in. Following this, it
would be interesting to see whether happiness truly is a harder emotion to represent artistically,
or if it was merely an artifact of being the first emotion to portray.
Additionally, the time restraint was a complaint for several participants, and it led them to
rush their creative process, distorting this

s~dy's

applicability to reality. A possible solution to

this problem in future research would be to give the participating artists the prompts, and allow
them to take them home and work on them for a given time period (a week or so, most likely),
and then conduct the interviews once completed. While this would disrupt the spontaneity of the
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pieces, it would be empirically beneficial to analyze the artists' usual creative process without
the stress of a time limit and an observer.

Final Conclusions
This study found a consistent absence of available research on the intersection between
emotion and creativity. Given the opportunity to repeat the study, several things would be
conducted differently: more participants would be used, with a varying order of subject
emotions, to compensate for priming and order effects, and the opportunity would likely be
provided for the artists to work on the pieces on their own free time, to develop the ideas further
and develop a more complete grasp of their creative process.
Nevertheless, it was discovered that participants chose to depict the given emotion using
representation rather than association, and that faces were an understandingly common
representation of the subject emotion. Happy was typically represented by smooth, flowing,
curved lines, whereas angry was depicted with hard, straight, jagged lines. The creative process
could be described as forced spontaneity, with artists creating the first idea that came to their
head, primarily due to the time restraint.
The research completed in this study provides a basis for further research into the
associations between emotion and artistic creativity. To develop a more holistic understanding of
art through cognitive processes, it should be understood how order effects correlate with
emotional interpretation, and how creative decisions interact with the unconscious mind.
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Appendix 1 - Interview Questions
note: while guided through a question-and-answer format, the interviews used a natural,
comfortable dynamic to ensure the highest quality data is received, and that the participants are
being understood in a way that is empirically valuable. This may have resulted in questions being
asked that do not specifically appear in this list. Nonetheless, it will be a priority of the principal
investigator to ensure that the information obtained from each participant is comparable to the
others .
•

What is your gender?

•

What is your age?

•

What is your race?

•

Are you hispanic or Iatino?

•

Have you thought previously about your personal creative process, and the complex ways
that your mind creates novel ideas?

•

What was your first step in understanding the given emotion in an artistically
representable way?

•

Did you contemplate several different ideas before deciding on one? If so, how did you
make your decision?

•

Did you ever translate your thoughts into words, or were they kept as feelings/images?

•

Did the emotions present as colors, or figures/shapes?

•

Why did you choose these colors?

•

How heavily was thought involved versus simply acting?
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•

What other emotions or thoughts were experienced by you while making this piece?

•

Did you experience any synaesthesia while working on this piece? For example, do you
see numbers as colors?

•

How is your creative process different when it is forced, rather than spontaneously
generated?

•

How did each work differ from the others, specifically in regards to the influences of the
subject emotion?

•

How does producing a piece of art with emotion as the subject differ from producing art
with a less abstract theme?

•

Did you enter into a flow state while creating this piece, in which the rest of the world
seemed to slip away and all that mattered was what you were working on? What was that
like, and how is that state distinct from more casual creation? Was your flow state
affected by the emotion you were focused on? (daydreaming?)

